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THE PRONUNCIATION OF MEDIAEVAL 

RUSSIAN 

W. K. Matthews 

I 

We may appropriately begin our study of the phonological system 
of mediaeval Russian or, more properly, of Old East Slavonic by 
delimiting the scope of our inquiry. The language acquired its 
alphabet from a South Slavonic source towards the end of the 
xoth century, and its earliest surviving literature in the widest 
application of the term consists of transcripts of Old Church Slavonic 
(Old Bulgarian) MSS. (e.g. The Ostromir Gospels , 1056-7), made at 
various monastic centres in both North and South Russia. The 
originals of these copies were themselves versions of preponderantly 
religious matter in Hellenistic and Byzantine Greek. They came to 
be regarded as models by practitioners of Russian literature in the 
course of several centuries and inevitably influenced the written use 
of the language even in the secular sphere. Here the purpose of the 
scribes was to draft mainly legal documents, for instance treaties 
and deeds of gift, which ascend to the 12th century, and of the 
carvers of inscriptions to carve words on objects of value, such as 
goblets and crosses of precious metal, whose known beginnings belong 
to the same period. For the language of the nth century we have 
no native records other than the errors made by Russian scribes in 
copying their Old Church Slavonic originals, and for that and for 
a reflection of 10th-century and even earlier forms of Russian we 
must rely on the names of foreign origin, both personal and local, 
which occur transcribed into Russian in the Primary Chronicle. 1 
These, however, are less valuable as evidence, because the oldest 
extant copy of the Chronicle, the so-called Laurentian MS., is dated 
1377, which lies outside the limits of the first more or less complete 
period of Russian history. But besides native sources we have the 
testimony of foreigners, like the Byzantine emperor Constantine VII 
Porphyrogenitus, who wrote his De administrando imperio and De 
thematibus (Flepi Oeucrrcov) in the 10th century, 2 and the Arab and 
Persian travellers and geographers, whose earliest records go back 

1 See A. A. Sachmatov, Povest' vremennych let , I (Petrograd, 1916). 

2 See J. P. Migne, Patrologiae cursus completus. Patrologiae graecae tom . CXIII 
(Paris, 1864), also B. G. Niebuhr, Corpus scriptorum historiae byzantinae, III (Bonn, 
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to the 9th. 3 Similar reflections of a later stage of mediaeval Russian 
may be caught in the distorting mirror of foreign transcriptions : 
the 12th century Chronicon Livoniae of Henricus Lettus, 4 for 
instance, contains a number of North Russian proper names, which 
have the advantage of bearing date, even though the spelling is late 
and stereotyped. In contrast to them the evidence of Russian loan¬ 
words in the modern languages on the marches of the East Slavonic 
area, notably West Finnic and Baltic, is vitiated by disparity of 
time, whose flux may be conceived a priori to have involved phonetic 
changes in the two language-groups. The loan-words may, and 
probably do, point to an earlier pronunciation of Russian than the 
one which is now current, but the languages that absorbed them 
could hardly have remained stationary while Russian was evoloving. 
Thus we cannot say that, for instance, Latvian greks “ sin ” (< O.R. 
rphxT>), whose e is sounded [ae:] to-day, was pronounced in this 
way at the time of borrowing. 

The approach to mediaeval Russian pronunciation may be made 
not only through its reflection in the loan-words of the modern 
languages alluded to, but from the standpoint of modern Literary 
Russian and its associated regional dialects, as well as from that of 
modern Ukrainian and White Russian. We may start with the 
phonetic realities of the present and read these back, with suitable 
modifications, into the language of a thousand years ago. These 
phonetic realities, however, are not of uniform value for our purpose. 
Only the phonetic systems of Russian and Ukrainian have so far 
been satisfactorily determined. The specifically Russian dialects as 
well as the Ukrainian dialects and White Russian have still to be 
studied phonetically in detail before their materials can be 
satisfactorily used for the determination of the phonology of Old 
East Slavonic. This comprehensive term is preferred by Ukrainian 
scholars, for instance, to “ Old Russian ” and indeed appears to be 
a more appropriate designation of certain phonetic features of the 
Slavonic literary dialect used over considerable parts of the forest 
and steppe area of Eastern Europe in the early centuries of the 
second millennium. Nevertheless we shall retain the traditional term 
“ Old Russian ” as less cumbersome and more familiar, and we shall 
limit its application here to the East Slavonic current between, 
say, 900 and 1199. The choice of dates is determined by the 

3 A. Ja. Harkavi, Skazanija musul'manskich pisatelej 0 slavjanach i russkich 
(St. Petersburg, 1870). 

4 See W. Arndt, “ Heinrici Chronicon Lyvoniae,” Monumenta Germaniae 
historica, XXIII, 1874, also S. A. Anninskij, Chronika Livonii (Moscow-Leningrad, 
1938). 
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available body of material and is not therefore altogether arbitrary. 
But it will be obvious that, in view of the chequered nature of the 
evidence at our disposal for the phonetic identification of mediaeval 
Russian, our picture of its phonological system must necessarily be 
incomplete. By restricting our field of vision, however, to what is 
in effect the century and a half between 1056 and 1199 we shall 
gain in clarity, even if we have to sacrifice a modicum of likelihood. 
And yet we must on no account lose sight of the conjectural nature 
of our study. Historical phonetics, lacking valid evidence, can at 
best be constructed on probability and at worst on fancy. We must 
consistently exclude the latter and make our hypotheses as trans¬ 
parent and as plausible as our material allows. 

The standpoints which we can adopt in pursuing our investiga¬ 
tion are as various as the material which presents and defines them, 
but they may be reduced broadly to two methods—the serial and 
the synchronic. The first involves the adoption of one standpoint 
at a time in historical sequence ; the second ignores the temporal 
gaps and aims at an immediate maximum of evidence. We propose 
to adopt the first method, which is more aware of the time factor, 
and to supplement the findings made from one standpoint in the 
historical series by those of another, if they contribute to probability 
without forcing conjecture. The cogency of the evidence in any case 
resides not in detached, but in cumulative proof. 

II 

Let us consider first of all the material furnished by 10th-century 
Byzantine and Arab sources, which are approximately contemporary. 
Here we shall be mainly concerned with the testimony of Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus, and as his transcriptions of East Slavonic names 
are in Greek, we must know something about the pronunciation of 
that language a thousand years ago. It should be obvious that in 
assessing the phonetic values of the Byzantine transcriptions we are 
interpreting a body of unfamiliar facts in terms of facts which are 
familiar to some extent. But our knowledge of Byzantine Greek 
phonology is essentially a matter of conjecture even if, admittedly, the 
conjecture is sometimes plausible. Byzantine Greek, according to 
G. N. Hatzidakis 5 and those who have followed him, 6 was very like 

5 Mectcucovikoc Kal ved ‘EXX^viKd, I (Athens, 1905), also Einleitung in die nengriechische 
Grammatik (Leipzig, 1892). 

6 B. F. C. Atkinson, The Greek Language (London, 1933) ; E. H. Sturtevant, 
The Pronunciation of Greek and Latin 2 (Philadelphia, 1940) ; R. M. Dawkins, “ The 
Greek Language in the Byzantine Period ” (in Baynes and Moss, Byzantium, Oxford, 
1948, pp. 252-269). 
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modern Greek in spoken usage, as the latter was formed long before 
the ioth century. 7 We may either agree with this standpoint or 
contest it with J. Psycharis, 8 who alleged that the koivti gradually 
became modern Greek in the course of seven centuries (from the 
ioth to the 17th), and that the strictly modern period of the 
language begins in the 17th century. Whichever view we may 
adopt, it is clear from historical evidence that the literary use of 
Byzantine Greek, except in the popular chronicles of Malalas (6th 
century), Theophanes (8th century), and Constantine Porphyro- 
genitus (ioth century), followed Classical practice with an enthusias¬ 
tic and obstinate servility and presents what may be described as 
a Classical koivt). This purism, by creating a breach between the 
written and the spoken word, naturally tends to mask the phonetic 
values of the language, which a priori must have undergone notable 
changes in the course of over two thousand years. How far it had 
changed by the ioth century may be inferred from a contemporary 
epigram, which reads :— 

oO pap(3apcov yfjv, aAA’ i8cbv Tqv ‘EAAaSa, 

E(3ap(3apcb0r|S Kai Aoyou Kai tov TpoiTov. 

(“ You became a barbarian in speech and habit not in a barbarian 
country, but in Hellas.”) 

Hatzidakis’s conviction that the phonology of Byzantine Greek 
may best be explained through the modern phonetic system is 
supported by the evidence of Old Bulgarian and Old Russian. Let 
us therefore accept his phonetic interpretation of the language at 
least as a working hypothesis. H. Pernot, 9 elaborating on Hatzidakis, 
conceives the history of modern Greek as covering the period from 
the 4th century of our era to the present and divides this space of 
time into a Byzantine (4th-i5th century) and a specifically modern 
segment (15th century onwards). It would seem that in Byzantine 
times, as defined here, and certainly by the ioth century, which is 
the period we are particularly interested in, the following vowel- 
letter correlations symbolised variant spellings of the same sound, 
viz. oci/e, 01/u, ei/i, co/o stood for [e], [i], and [0] respectively. The 
length of vowels had by that time ceased to be distinguished, and, 
for instance, ou, pronounced [0:] in the 6th century, had become [0] 
in the ioth, while the diphthongs were already monophthongised, 

7 Hatzidakis {op. cit., p. 172) quotes H. Steinthal to the following effect: “ Dieses 
Neugriechische hat sich gegen Ende der alten Geschichte oder zum Anfang des 
Mittelalters gebildet und seitdem wenige Veranderungen erlitten " ( Geschichte der 
Sprachwissenschaft bei den Griechen und Romern, Berlin, 1863, p. 414). 

8 Essais de grammaire historique neogrecque, I (Paris, 1886). 

9 D’Homere a nos jours. Histoire, ecriture, prononciation du grec (Paris, 1921). 
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viz. ocu was [av], sv [ev], pu [iv] and ui], [i]. This gives a Byzantine 
vowel-triangle identical with that of the modern literary language, 10 
viz. 

close series i u 

medium series e 0 
open series a 


and very different from the twelve-phoneme Classical (5th century 
b.c.) pattern : 11 

i/i v/O 

e/ei o/ou 

T| CO 

a/a 


The existence of a central vowel (shva), at least in dialects, may 
be postulated from the substitution of e for a, 1, and u in unstressed 
positions, e.g. TEacrepa for TEaaapa, KpEj3(3aTi for Kpa(3(3onros, 
OecocpEAia for OeocpiAia, and ysvaiKa for yuvaiKa, and possibly from the 
syncope of weak vowels, e.g. va for a metatonic form of iva, poAoyco 
for opoAoyco, and TTEpTrcnrco for TTEpiTrarco . 12 

The consonant-letters may be assumed to have had the modern 
sound, viz. (3 was [v], 8 was [#], except after v, y was [y], except 
before another y, where it represented the velar nasal [q], £ was [z], 
a was voiced between vowels, and 6 , 9 , and y were sounded [0], 
[f], and [x] respectively. The Byzantine consonantal system then 
must have appeared as follows :— 


plosives p 

nasals m 

fricatives f/v 

lateral 
vibrant 


t k 

n y (agma) 

d/d s/z j x/y 
l 
r 


This, like the Byzantine vowel-pattern, presents notable divergences 
from the Classical system of phonemes, which was characterised by 
its correlated plosive series tt/(3, t/5, K/y, aspirated plosives 9 , 0, y, 
rough breathing (h), voiceless p, solitary affricate l (dz), and semi¬ 
vocalic digamma (w). Some of the phonetic values of the Greek 
characters in the 10th century, so different from those of Classical 
usage, are suggested by Constantine Porphyrogenitus's transcription 


10 J. T. Pring, A Grammar of Modern Greek on a Phonetic Basis (London, 1950). 

11 See E. A. Juret, Phonetiqae grecqne (Paris, 1938). 

12 See K. Dietrich, “ Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der griechischen Sprache 
von der hellenistischen Zeit bis zum 10. Jahr n. Chr.” (Byzantinisches Archiv, I, 
Leipzig, 1898). 
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of conservet Deus imperium vestrum as KovcreppET Aeous ripriepioupi 
Peorpoup. 13 

The stress system of Byzantine Greek, too, had come to differ 
considerably from that of the Classical language : where this had 
distinguished two fundamental tones—the rising acute and the 
falling circumflex—Byzantine Greek stress, described by its gram¬ 
marians as oxpoSpos (“ vehement ”), must have been purely dynamic, 
or “ expiratory ”, for already in the 4th century Gregory of 
Nazianzus could compose his hymns in accentual metres. 

Ill 

The <poiviKT)ioc ypappocTcc, expanded into the Ionic alphabet by 
the addition of new characters, including r\ and co, had evolved 
a cursive style by the 9th century, and this and the original uncial 
symbols served as models to the Greek designers of the two Old 
Bulgarian (Old Church Slavonic) alphabets. By the 9th century, 
when the cursive-inspired Glagolitic and the uncial-inspired Cyrillic 
came into existence, 14 a great many Greek characters had become 
redundant with the levelling of the vowel system and the con¬ 
sonantal shifts we have already observed, and this redundancy was 
unint-elligently repeated in both the Slavonic alphabets. The values 
of all the Old Bulgarian characters, except those modelled on non- 
Greek originals, viz. the jusy (nasals) and jery (semivowels), jat', tk, 
the Hebrew-looking in, the affricate symbols ij; and q, and the 
composite ip and t>i, may be taken to reflect part of the phonology 
of contemporary Byzantine Greek. This, of course, is not a statement 
of fact, but merely a presumption whose validity is supported by 
the evidence of tradition as embodied in the present-day pronuncia¬ 
tion of the South and the East Slavonic languages. 

The Old Bulgarian phonetic system 15 exhibits the following 
paradigms in the International Czech-style transliteration, 16 viz. the 
triangle of vowel phonemes 

i y u 

b b 

e $ 0 q 

e 

a 

13 H. Pemot, op. cit. 

14 See my article “ Sources of Old Church Slavonic ” (The Slavonic and East 
European Review , XXVIII, 71, London, 1950). 

15 See my article “ The Old Bulgarian Language-Type " ( Archivum Linguisticum, 
I, 2, Glasgow, 1949). 

16 Described and illustrated in my forthcoming pamphlet The Latinisation of 
Cyrillic Characters. 
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and the following consonant-grouping, where the phonemes in 
parentheses represent markedly palatalised sounds :— 







k/g 

occlusive 

P/b 

t/d 




group 




(«') 



k m 

n 





f/v 

s/z 

s/z 

3 

ch (=x) 

constrictive 


c/dz 

6 /dl 



group 


l 


(0 




r 


(0 



The Cyrillic alphabet which symbolises this system, was adapted 
to Russian use with presumably similar values nearly a thousand 
years ago. Its modern development ( grazdanka ) still retains some 
of those values, except that the new dualism of " hard ” and " soft ” 
vowels partly obscures the original alphabetic scheme with syllabic 
spelling-devices : thus hh as distinct from Ha and hio as distinct 
from Hy represent differences in the quality of the consonants. The 
modern Literary values of the Russian alphabet may naturally be 
used to interpret the phonological structure of the mediaeval 
language, and indeed this “ line of least resistance ” is generally 
followed in reading the mediaeval texts. But the historical evidence 
at our disposal as well as the testimony of modern Ukrainian prompt 
a rather different interpretation. By referring again to the data 
furnished by Constantine Porphyrogenitus, who in De administrando 
imperio (cap. ix) records a great many “ Russian ” proper names, 
both Scandinavian and Slavonic, we shall be able to piece together 
a more or less complete phonetic picture of 10th-century Russian in 
terms of contemporary Byzantine Greek, though its acceptance is 
rendered somewhat difficult by our knowledge of the distorting effect 
of Classical tradition (e.g. in the use of (3, 6, and y). The Slavonic 
names and words on which that picture is based are : 

Pcooua (found also in much earlier writers), NepoyapSocs 
(HoBbropo^b), ZcpevSoaQAdpos (CBHTOCJiaBb), lyycop (Mropb, 
MHrBapb), MiAivktkocv (CMOJibHbCKb), TeAioirr£av (JIioSbHb), 
T£spviycbyav (TbpHHroBb), BoucreypaSs (Bbimerpa^b) BiTST^6|3r), 
(BbiTnqeBb), K(a(3ov, Kio(3a or Kioa(3a(KneBb), Kpi(3r|Taivoi, Kpi(3nr£cov 
(KpHBHHH), Bep(3iavcov (^peBJiHHe), Aa^avpvoi (JlyqaHe), Apou- 
you(3iTcov (JIpbrbBHHH), BeAoxpoo(3dToi (BhjioxbpBara), ttoAuSioc 
(nojnojjbe), and the names of six rapids ( 9 pccypoi) of the Dnieper, 
viz. ’EaaouTrf] (He cbnn), ’OoTpopouviTrpax (octpobbhhh nparb), 
Neaaf|T (HencHTb), BouAvnrpax (BbJiHbHHH nparb), BepouT^i 

G 
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(BbpyqHH), and Naups^r] (Ha oipa-i ?). Discounting redundancies 
and errors in spelling, this gives us the following vowel-system :— 

* 0. h, oi) y (h) u (ou) 

b (i, e) ^ (ou) 

e (e, ai) o (o, co, ou) 

a 

and the following system of consonants :— 

p/b (p) t/d (6) 

m n 

v 0 ) s/z (0 S (a) 

i 

r 

Collation of the Greek transcriptions and their conjectured Russian 
and sometimes Bulgarian equivalents enables us to expand these 
systems so as to give them a more or less Slavonic aspect. A posteriori 
we may assume that Constantine used i and r\ for i (e.g. MiAivokccv) 
andy (e.g. Neaarp-), i for b (i) and j (e.g. TeTuout^ocv), e for e and b 
(e.g. BspouT^ri), o and co (rarely ou) for o, and ou for both u and 
s (u) (e.g. "EcTcrouTTf)). Forms like 29 £vSoa 6 Aapos postulate the 
presence of nasal vowels, found in Old Bulgarian as § and g, but 
these probably represent a South Slavonic rather than an East 
Slavonic pronunciation, for we have already remarked the substitu¬ 
tion of Bulgarian for Russian forms in BouAvr|7rp&x and 
’Oarpo( 3 ouvnrpax. Of Constantine’s consonant-symbols, (3 stands 
for b as well as v (e.g. BeAoxpco( 3 ccToi), j may represent y (e.g. 
NepoyapSas) as well as y, and a both s and s (e.g. Bouaeypa5e). 

Arab records of the ioth century are less useful than Constantine’s : 
they have the disadvantage of not distinguishing vowels with 
sufficient accuracy, and, besides, the number of transliterated names 
is much more limited. But they certainly help us to define certain 
sounds, and curiously enough one of them is the elusive vowel e. 

Al- Mas'udfs " Dulabe ” (<»\ 17 suggests an open pronunciation, 

but the existence of the form “ Kujabe ” (<»l cf. Constantine’s 
Kioa( 3 a) partly discounts the value of this evidence. The presence 

17 A. Ja. Harkavi, op. cit. J. Lelewel (Geographie du moyen age, I-V, Brussels, 
1854-1857), equates “ Dulabe ” with O.R. Jtyji’ktiLi. See also A. C. M. D’Ohsson, 
Des peuples du Caucase et des pays au nord de la Mer Noire et de la Mer Caspienne 
dans le dixiemp. siecle (Paris, 1929). 


k/g (y) 


;W 

x/g (y) 
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of nasal vowels is attested by such torms as Al-Masudi's 
“ Wandzslawe ” (y}L* O.R. BHHecJiaB't), but Ibn Khordadbeh 
has qinaz (O.R. kt»hh 3 b) as early as the second half of the gth 
century, and this seems to point to a lapse of There is more 

agreement on the name of the Varangians—“ Rus ” which 

occurs in the works of many Mohammedan authors from, say, Ibn 
Khordadbeh to Al-Ya‘qubi (9th century) and indicates a close 
pronunciation of 00 in Byzantine Greek e Pcos (cf. Prudentius's 
“ Rhos ”). The form ‘Poyaioi (cf. Liutprand the Lombard's 
“ Rush ”) is not earlier than the 10th century. 18 


IV 

In contrast to the relatively meagre testimony of Byzantine 
Greek, as seen in the phonological schemes of Old Russian sounds 
based on Constantine's transcriptions, we have the necessarily fuller 
account of Old Russian in the numerous errors of the Russian 
copyists who sought to reproduce the Old Bulgarian writings 
which had come to Kiev and had spread from there to other 
Russian ecclesiastical centres in the course of the nth century. 
The fact that the copying of MSS. was practised at more than 
one centre and the added fact that the centres were normally 
far apart would make the intrusion of regional dialects inevitable 
where the copyist, for one reason or another, allowed his attention 
to stray from the columns of his original. Even the earliest dated 
Old Russian codex (the Ostromir Gospels) is by no means free from' 
Russian-style clerical errors, and these together with what we shall! 
find in late nth-century and in 12th-century MSS. constitute 
a substantial body of evidence for phonological discrimination 
between Old Bulgarian and Old Russian. 

Let us consider here the principal kinds of clerical errors to be 
found in Old Russian religious monuments of the nth and 12th 
centuries, viz. the Ostromir Gospels (1056-57), the two Svjatoslav 
Miscellanies (1073 and 1076), the Archangel and the Turov Gospels 
(nth c.), the Liturgical Menaea (1095-97), Jthe Thirteen Homilies of 
St. Gregory of Nazianzus (nth c.), the Cudov Psalter (nth c.), 
the Mstislav, the Jur'jev (St. George), the Dobrilo, and the Halyc 
Gospels (all of the 12th c.), and the specifically Russian 12th-century 


18 See V. Thomsen, The Relations between Ancient Russia and Scandinavia and 
the Origin of the Russian State (Oxford-London, 1877). 
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gramoty and inscriptions. As early as the middle of the nth century 
there is enough evidence to show that the two jusy , which have been 
thought since A.Ch. Vostokov (Osteneck) to represent nasal vowels 
in Old Bulgarian, were interpreted as oral vowels in Old Russian : 
thus we have u/ju for O.B. g/jo and a/ja for O.B. $/j% and vice versa 
in the Ostromir Gospels (e.g. rjiarojno “ I speak ” for rjiarojins;; 
poamna ga “ they were born ” for pozumiA ca ; HEsaeoivrb “ to the 
Jews ” for moaeoMb, and bbca “ all things ” for bbch), and instances 
of this confusion multiply in the course of the next hundred and fifty 
years. It will be recalled that the evidence for the existence of nasal 
vowels in 10th-century Russian, as illustrated by proper names in 
Constantine and in contemporary Arab authors, is haphazard and 
unconvincing, but we may assume from the cogent testimony of the 
next century that the tendency to denasalise had already developed. 

The other characteristic differences between Old Russian and its 
Old Bulgarian model in the use of vowel symbols turn on the values 
of the jery (b and b), of e and e, and the sporadic emergence of 
pleophony ; and the consonantal systems of the two languages show 
a parallelism between O.B. St/id and O.R. c/z, to which we may 
add, as characterising the latter, such dialectal features as the 
North-West Russian c-articulation or cokan'je (e.g. Jur'jev Gospels 
KJimjiome “ calling ” for RJimihRme), and Galician zc for O.B. zd 
(e.g. Halyc Gospels 1144 “ rain ” for The nth- 

century MSS. illustrate the substitution of Russian-style t'brt/t'blt for 
Old Bulgarian tr^t/tHt (e.g. Ostr. Gospels ncnbjmb “ full ” for 
ncnjiBHb) and -tbrt/tblt for Old Bulgarian trbt/tlbt (e.g. ubpKH 
“ church ” for ijpbKbi), and we find even compromise forms of the 
“ pleophonic ” type tw^t/tbl-ht and tbrbt/tblbt (e.g. CKbpbSb “ grief ” 
for CKpb6b, and 3bpbH0 “ grain ” for 3pbHo). In stressed position 
it would seem that the jery represented, as in Old Bulgarian, vowels 
of close, but lowered type, like English [t] and [o] in " sit ” and 
put ” respectively. When unstressed, however, as in final position, 
they had been apparently reduced to signs of palatalisation (&) and 
non-palatalisation ('&). This is the inference to be drawn from 
increasingly frequent examples of syncope, represented by omission 
of characters (e.g. Archangel Gospels hhkto “ none ” for hhubto ; 
Halyc Gospels cot “ from ” for otb ; Princess Jevfrosinija's Cross 
c. 1161 H3 “ out of " for H3b). Examples like NeaafjT in Constantine 
imply that the lapse of final jery was known in the 10th century. 

The value of Old Russian e may be devined from such spellings 
as K?ro “his”, oy hkto “he has”, noHieme “because”, and 
Tyme “ gratis ” in the Ostromir Gospels, which suggest that, as in 
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modern Russian, it was preceded by a palatal or palatalised con¬ 
sonant. We observe, however, that the illustrations here are limited 
to two types, viz. with e after; and n, and the use of the neuma (*) 
over n (e.g. Ostr. Gospels 0 SeMb “ concerning him ”), as often in 
Old Bulgarian, appears to show that [ji] existed in the language and 
that the iotised or ligatured e (re) may have been a sporadic variant 
device for the neuma. A recent investigator 19 is inclined, unlike 
Vondrak, 20 to regard Old Russian e as “ hard ” and the Old Russian 
vowel-system as lacking the parallelism of “hard” and “soft” 
consonants, which is an outstanding feature of Literary Russian 
to-day. 

The letter jat ' (i) presents considerable difficulty. Its Old 
Bulgarian value, as I have tried to show elsewhere, 21 was normally 
that of [ae] in the Standard English pronunciation of “ man ”, but 
in Old Russian there are many instances of the confusion of i (e) 
and h (ja), as in Old Bulgarian, and in addition to these a notable 
number of others which imply the phonetic parity of e and e. In the 
modern language, as written before 1917, e and e where synonymous 
phonetically, i.e. they were both pronounced (g) except between 
palatalised sounds, and in North Russian dialects, as well as in 
Ukrainian, words with original e have i. Even to-day certain North 
Russian dialects consistently distinguish between the pronunciation 
of historical e and e, giving the former the closer and the latter the 
more open articulation (e/E). A posteriori we are inclined to interpret 
e as e, at least in those monuments which were copied in the North 
Russian dialect-area, for instance in Novgorod, Pskov, Polotsk, and 
Dvinsk, and this point of view receives contemporary sanction from 
the confusion of e and e , especially in non-ecclesiastical writing 
(e.g. Prince Vladimir Davidovic’s Goblet c. 1151 H3 Hee “ out of it ” 
for H3b Hefi ; Princess Jevfrosinija’s Cross 1161 KaivrfiHbe “ stones ” 
for KaMeHbe). The interchange of e and e is confined to North 
Russian ; the one-sided substitution of e for e occurs in South 
Russian. This is further proof, if such were needed, of the existence 
of dialectal differentiation in Old Russian. 

We have already learnt that, besides the confusion of e and e , 
Old Russian, like Old Bulgarian, illustrates the interchange of e and 
ja. As early as the middle of the nth century we find in the 

19 B. Calleman, Zu den Haupttendenzen der urslavischen und altrussichen Lautent- 
wicklung (Uppsala, 1950). See my review of this in The Slavonic and East European 
Review , XXIX, 72, London, 1950. 

20 Cirkeneslovanskd chrestomatie (Brno, 1925). 

21 “ The Phonetic Value of Jat' in Old Russian ” (RamovSev Zbovnik, SlavistiSna 
Revija, III, Ljubljana, 1950). 
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Ostromir Gospels such Russian features as Hjmame " he was going ” 
for n^tarne and 6uaxy “ they were ” for 6tax«. This might 
suggest that t represented the more open pronunciation (se) it had in 
Old Bulgarian, but the quoted examples as well as others show that 
in each case the following syllable contains open a , which may have 
assimilated e to itself. The completeness of the assimilation is shown 
in the Ostromir Gospels by such contracted forms as HflHiiie or 
6miie “ he was ” for S'feame. These, incidentally, also imply an 
intolerance of long vowels in Old Russian. 

The Old Russian vowel-system may be represented by the 
following triangular grouping :— 

i y u 

b b 

e e o 
a 

which differs from the corresponding Old Bulgarian figure only in 
the relative placing of e and e, phonetically [e] and [ae], in the latter. 

The Old Russian consonant-system, based on an examination of 
the phonemes symbolised in nth and 12th-century MSS., appears 
as follows :— 

p/b t/d k/g 

m n 

(f)/v s/z S/Z j ch/iy ) 

c c 

l 

Y 

V 

In the series of historical records which enable us to gain an 
insight into Old Russian phonology, Constantine's De administrando 
imperio (949) and the nth and 12th-century Russian recensions 
of Old Bulgarian MSS. are followed by the native record of the 
Primary Chronicle ( Povest ' vremennych let), whose earliest Slavonic 
matter relates to the founding of Varangian states in Eastern 
Europe. The names of Hrorikr (Rjurik) and his retinue as well as 
of his descendants (Rjurikovici) are transliterated into Old Russian, 
and we also have Russian versions of the names of tribes and peoples 
on the periphery of 9th-century Rus' and a quantity of loan¬ 
words of motley extraction. Here a knowledge of the phonetics, 
necessarily hypothetical, of the various languages from which the 
Old Russian word-material derives will shed some light on Old 
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Russian phonology. This may now be presented in tabular form in 
terms of the Cyrillic alphabet. The vowel-system will appear as :— 



front 


back 


close 

H 

H 

y(») 




h 


b 


medium 

e (re), t 




open 


a(H) 




and the consonantal system as :— 






bilabial labio-dental 

dental 

alveolar palatal 

velar 

occlusive 

(plosive 

n/6 

T/fl 


k/t 

group ] 

[ nasal 

M 

H 




fricative 

*/B 


C/B in//K H 

X 

constrictive 

affricate 



ij q 


group 

lateral 



ji 



vibrant 



P 



Investigation of the long list of Scandinavian names in the 
Primary Chronicle and of the Scandinavian loan-words in Old 
Russian 22 discloses among other things the following correspondences 
in vowels : h : i, 1, y, y (e.g. rpmjb “ man-at-arms ” < O.N. griSi ; 
TpHMb < O.N. Grimr; Graph < O.N. Styrr; ^uph < O.N. Dyri), 
b: i (e.g. nibrjia “ mast ”< O.N. sigla),e: e (e.g. nep6b “bundle” 

< O.Norw. kerfi ; Emhh, < O.Sw. Hsemingr), i : ei (e.g. Yjrk6b 
<O.N. 01 eifr),a: a/a (e.g. AjmaHb < O.N. Halfdanr; AcMy^h 

< O.N. Asmundr), o: o/a (e.g. PorhBOJionb < O.N. R<jg(n)valdr; 
HBOpb < O.N. Ivarr), b: zero (e.g. Anyub < O.Sw. Hakun), y: 
u/u/o (e.g. TyHapb < O.N. Gunnarr ; EpyHH < O.N. Bruni; 
Pyapb < O.N. Hroarr), 10 : 0 (e.g. PiopuKb < O.Sw. Hrorikr), 
and h : i (e.g. Tynbi < O.N. Toki). There were no nasal vowels in 
10th-century Old Russian, but some of the Scandinavian material 
reflects an earlier state of the language, which included them (e.g. 
nyjn> “ pood ” < O.Sw. pund ; Cyjjb “ the Golden Horn ” < O.N. 
sund ; nnopb “anchor” < O.N. ankari ; cthfb “flag” < O.Sw. 
stang). The resemblance of bi and h in articulation, as sug¬ 
gested by the Russian transcriptions of Scandinavian names, is 
confirmed by the origin of both the Glagolitic and the Cyrillic 
character for h, which is a digraph compounded of the symbol for 

22 See Thomsen, op. cit., also St. Mladenov, Starite germanski elementi v slav- 
janskite ezici (Sofia, 1909), L. Niederle, Slovanske starozitnosti (Prague, 1901-26), 
V. Kiparsky, Die gemeinslavischen Lehnworter ans dem Germanischen (Helsinki, 
1934), Clara Thornquist, Studien iiber die nordischen Lehnworter im Russischen 
(Uppsala-Stockholm, 1948). 
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jer and one of the symbols for i. In all probability the two sounds 
were distinct from each other phonetically and, unless the “ hard- 
soft ” dichotomy of consonants had not yet been constituted, formed 
part of the same phoneme, as in the modern language. The 
correspondence h: ei is consistent and appears to illustrate a close 
pronunciation of the Russian symbol, which would make it different 
from the corresponding " lowered ” Old Bulgarian pronunciation of 
it. 23 E. Sievers, 24 using melodic criteria, associated Old Bulgarian h 
with a falling tone ( N ), which tends to " open ” vowel sounds. The 
parallelism of Old Russian o and Scandinavian a seems to imply 
that the former was an open vowel, perhaps like the [o] of certain 
modern forms of Literary Russian. Old Russian y is used to 
represent the long close Scandinavian 6 (©:), but this transcription 
was inevitable in view of the strong labialisation of the sound (cf. 
its modern Swedish equivalent). Both y and a in Old Russian stand, 
as we have seen, for long as well as short vowels in Scandinavian 
(Old Norse), and this proves that Old Russian did not distinguish 
vowel length any more than does the modern language. Nor did 
Old Russian distinguish length in consonants (cf. roMOJib with O.N. 
Gamall, TyHapi, with Gunnarr, MaHH with Manni). But otherwise 
the parallels between Old Russian and Scandinavian consonants are 
generally consistent. This means, for instance, that Scandinavian 
p , b, t, d, k, g, m , n, /, v, s, l, and r are transcribed by the corre¬ 
sponding Old Russian sounds, p is normally given as (j), d as a, and 
h is ignored. When Scandinavian /, however, is pronounced [JJ], 
its Old Russian equivalent is 6 (e.g. yjib6b < O.N. Ulfr). Our 
illustration here, with jib for [ 1 ], suggests that Old Russian ji must 
have been velarised, as in modern Russian, and that the Scandinavian 
l was heard as a “ clear ” sound, which therefore required to be 
transcribed with the help of b as the sign of palatalisation. Difficulty 
of pronunciation was sometimes overcome by syncope of some 
member of the difficult sound-group : thus Malmfrf&r appears in its 
Old Russian version as Maji^pHA^ and Sigfrf&r as IUnSpHAi,. The 
character in for Scandinavian s before i (cf. IUnx6epHb or ninroSepHb 
for Sigbjorn, nibrjia for sigla) is a curious correspondence which can 
scarcely represent a marked acoustic difference between Scandinavian 
s in this position and Scandinavian s in other positions (cf., say, 
IIIn6piiATE> with CjiyAM < O.N. Slo&i). 

The Old Russian versions of the names of peripheral tribes take 
us primarily into the domains of Finnic and Baltic. The Finnic 

23 See fn. 21. 

24 Altslawish e und ja. Eine sprachgeschichtliche Untersuchung (Leipzig, 1925). 
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names comprise BbCb or Becb (cf. Finn. Vepsa), Kop'fcjia (cf. Finn. 
Karjala), JIh6b (cf. Latv. Llbiesi), MbpjjBa or Mopflua, IlbpMb or 
IlepMB, l>Mb or Hmb (cf. Finn. Hame), and the Baltic —3HMhroJia (cf. 
Latv. Zemgale), Kbpcb or Kopcb (cf. Latv. Kursi), JInTbBa (cf. Lith. 
Lietuva), JlhTtrojia (cf. Latv. dial. Latgola). To these we may add 
the river names CBhpt or CBHpb (cf. Finn. Syvari) and HhMaHb (cf. 
Lith. Nemunas). It will be observed that b/e, i/n, b/o, and t/n 
are in a number of cases synonymous phonetically, but all these 
variants, except L /h, are known to represent historical developments 
inside Russian, and they occur in copies of Old Russian MSS. which 
are of later date than the language under review here. The various 
recensions of the composite Old Russian Chronicle belong to the 
latter part of the 14th century and later. By collating our Old 
Russian borrowings with the modern forms of their originals (there 
are no old forms on record) we may, however, arrive at some idea 
of the pronunciation of Old Russian h, b, b, and 0. We see that 
L corresponds to Finnic a/ja , which gives it the open value of 
English [se]. The correlations b/e and b/o suggest a lowered 
pronunciation of the first term of each pair and places the 
two semivowels b and b phonetically between i—e and u—0 
respectively. In final position, however, these semivowels appear 
to have been asyllabic, as the contrast of b/n and b/bi implies 
(cf. JIu6b with TbTH and G&Bepb with 3 yjrfe 6 hi). The value of o, 
which transcribes both the foreign u and the foreign 0 sound (cf. 
Kopcb with Latv. Kursi, Jlfebrojia with Latv. dial. Latgola) must 
have varied considerably as, indeed, it does in modern Russian. 
At this point we may avail ourselves of the very scanty material 
on Old Russian pronunciation provided by the mediaeval Latin 
transcriptions of Russian names found in the 12th-century Chronicon 
Livoniae of Henricus Lettus. 25 Here we find Ploceke for IIojiOTbCKb, 
Vetseke (Vesceke) for Bhhko, Plescekowe for IIjibCKOBb (> IIckob), 
Smalenceke for CMOJibHbCKb, Nogardia for HoBbropoftb, Susdalia for 
Cy3aajib, and Wissewaldus for BbceBOJioab. The correlation b/e is 
illustrated several times, and the anomalous b/e appears in final 
unstressed syllables, but looks conventional and can hardly be taken 
seriously as representing a truly phonetic equation. The a-articula- 
tion ( akan'je ), characteristic of White Russian, appears in Smalen¬ 
ceke, if this is not merely a scribal error, [se] as the pronunciation 
of interpalatal a is suggested by Vetseke, and the bilabial value of b 
seems to emerge from the “ syncopated ” form Nogardia. 

25 See fn. 4. 
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VI 

Russian loans, representing various stages in the history of the 
language, occur in West Finnic (Finnish, Carelian, Vepsian, Vodian, 
Estonian, and Livonian) and in Baltic (Lithuanian and Latvian), 
and these are considered to shed light on Old Russian pronunciation, 
though it should be repeated here that the West Finnic and Baltic 
forms are modern and in the best of cases cannot be traced back 
beyond the 16th century. Nevertheless the relatively conservative 
vowel-systems of these language-groups stand out in acute contrast 
to the much altered modern Russian system (see sect. VIII) and by 
virtue of this conservatism are probably nearer to Old Russian and 
even to the much more hypothetical prehistoric system of the 
Common Slavonic protoglossa. Indeed the evidence of modern 
Lithuanian and Latvian and the less reliable evidence of the extinct 
Old Prussian have been used to give phonetic reality to the Old 
Bulgarian jery, and the first two, as modern Baltic, may be placed 
under tribute for a definition of those sounds in Old Russian. 
Equally useful for this and the wider purpose of plotting the points 
of the Old Russian vowel-system is the information supplied by Old 
Russian loan-words in West Finnic. But West Finnic, especially in 
its more conservative literary forms, Finnish and Estonian, has also 
been used to penetrate into periods in the history of Russian which 
lie beyond the nth century. Forms such as Estonian sundima 
“ to compel ” and Finnish suntio “ verger ” (cf. O.B. c^hh) and 
Estonian und and Livonian unda “ angle, fishing hook ” (cf. O.B. 
rK^a) show the existence of nasal vowels in Russian at the time of 
borrowing. 26 As such vowels are difficult to postulate for the ioth 
century, the loan-words containing them are assumed to have been 
taken over very much earlier, possibly in the 7th. Other Russian 
loan-words in West Finnic throw light on the phonetic value of the 
jery. Thus Finn, lusikka, Est. lusikas “ spoon ”, derived from O.R. 
jTL^KbKa, interpret both in a single word as u (b) and i (b), and this 
interpretation is confirmed by a number of other examples (e.g. 
Finn, tuska, Est. tusk “ grief ” < O.R. Tbcna and Finn, risti, Est. 
rist < O.R. KpbCTb). The difficult character i is variously glossed: 
it appears as ad (ae) in Finnish laatti ( latti) “ sty ” from Old 
Russian Kjr&Tb, laava “ byre ” from Old Russian xjrkBb, and madra 
“ measure ” from Old Russian Mhpa, and as ed in Carelian redhka 
“ sin ” from Old Russian rphxb. Such words are thought to be 
earlier than, say, Carelian miela “ chalk ” (< O.R. Mijrb) and Vodian 

26 J. J. Mikkola, Die altesten Beruhvungen zwischen Ostseefinnisch und Russisch 
(Helsinki, 1938). 
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vesti (< O.R. bLctb). The open value of jot ' is confirmed also by 
such West Finnic place-names in Old Russian as KopLjia (< Karjala) 
and Typ^b (<Turja) and more precisely by several Old Russian 
loan-words in Latvian, e.g. klets “ granary ”, kleva (klevs), mers, and 
greks, which derive from Old Russian kjiLtb, xjrfeBb, ivrfepa, and rpixb 
respectively, and in all of which e is pronounced “ broadly ” (Latv. 
plati). This pronunciation, however, might be a later development, 
illustrating an incipient vowel-harmony (cf. Latv. tevs “ father ”, 
pronounced [tae :s] and going back to a reconstructed Hevas , with 
which we may compare Lithuanian t'evas, where e is [e:]). Some 
of the Finnish examples we have adduced as well as other West 
Finnic ones, like Finnish siisti “ clean ” (< O.R. hhcthh), Estonian 
saan “sledge” (< O.R. cairn), Carelian miero “peace” (< O.R. MnpT>, 
cf. Lith. mieras, Latv. miers), and Vodian komina “ threshing-floor ” 
(< O.R. ryMbHo), show that the ear of West Finnic speakers, 
which is very sensitive to variations in vowel-length, distinguished 
the small differences in duration between stressed and unstressed 
vowels, which the Russian, then as now, ignores in his spelling. 

The testimony of Baltic, unlike that of West Finnic, reveals even 
older “ strata ” or “ periods ” of Russian (East Slavonic), which 
confront us with the characteristics of the hypothetical Common 
Slavonic. We have already referred to the jery. The equivalences b/u 
and b/i are pointed by a considerable variety of examples, including 
Lithuanian blusa , Latvian blusa “ flea ” (cf. O.R. 6jn>xa), Lithuanian 
trusts “ reed ” (cf. O.R. TpbCTb), Lithuanian rugiai, Latvian rudzi 
“rye” (cf. O.R. pbJKb), Lithuanian linai, Latvian Uni “flax” (cf. 
O.R. JibHT>), Lithuanian pirstas, Latvian pirksts “finger” (cf. O.R. 
nbpcTb), Lithuanian Sirdts, Latvian sirds “ heart ” (cf. O.R. Cbp^bije), 
and Lithuanian virsus “top” (cf. O.R. Bbpxb). 27 The value of Old 
Russian stressed b and b as short u and i respectively has already 
been confirmed from other sources, but by the 10th century the 
unstressed jery could no longer be interpreted in this way. In contrast 
to the clear-cut definition of these vowels, Baltic offers a choice of 
“ glosses ” for Old Russian jab* , viz. ai, ei, ie, and e in Lithuanian 
and ai, ie, and e (se) in Latvian. The relevant parallels here are 
Old Russian n;LHa and Lithuanian kaind “ price ” (Latvian cena is 
a late loan from Russian), Old Russian ckMbH (also ceMbn) and 
Lithuanian Seimyna, Latvian saime “ family”, Old Russian cHhrb 
and Lithuanian sniegas, Latvian sniegs “ snow ”, Old Russian 3Bkpb 
and Lithuanian zverts “ beast ” (Latvian has zvers pronounced 
zvaeirs). In all these cases, it will be remarked, Old Russian jat* 

27 See R. Trautmann, Baltisch-slavisches Worterbuch (Gottingen, 1923). 
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is stressed, which facilitates comparison and gives relief to the 
Lithuanian and Latvian equivalents. The baffling variety of these 
does not permit selection of a typical one, and the only inference 
we can draw from them is that the Old Russian phoneme was 
interpreted as either a diphthong or a long vowel, i.e. duration 
enters into its structure. The only other Old Russian “ problem- 
vowel ”, on which it is possible to seek enlightenment from Baltic 
is h, and here we may compare Old Russian chh , i> with Lithuanian 
sunits “ son ” and Old Russian jj.hm'b with Lithuanian dumai, 
Latvian dumi “ smoke The parallelism of u/u is supported by 
other Indo-European examples (cf. for the second of our parallels 
Sanskrit dhutnah, Old Greek Ouijios, Latin fumus), but their evidence 
cannot serve any more than that of Lithuanian to define the phonetic 
character of Old Russian h, whose unrounded quality has already 
been confirmed by the mere presence of the composite symbol in the 
Cyrillic ductus side by side with the symbols for u (y) and i (h) 
and by the fact that the three symbols are never confused in Old 
Russian usage. 


VII 

Primed with the evidence of the foregoing sections, we can now 
profitably examine the Old Russian phonological schemes, whether 
partial or complete, which Russian scholarship has advanced since 
the general acceptance of Neogrammarian doctrine in Russia in the 
eighteen-seventies. This doctrine influenced the later thought of 

F. Buslajev, but his work in both character and tenor belongs to 
an earlier and less accurate period in Russian linguistics, and we 
may therefore begin here with the views of A. I. Sobolevskij and 
follow them up with those of A. A. Sachmatov, N. N. Durnovo, 

G. A. Vinokur, and L. A. Bulachovskij, in that order. 

To Sobolevskij, 28 as to the rest, except Bulachovskij, the term 
“ Old Russian ” covers all varieties of East Slavonic used prior to 
the 14th century, when the extant tripartition of the East Slavonic 
language-type is supposed to have arisen. We have to do at this 
point with the prerevolutionary view, which had the potency of an 
axiom, that the two forms of East Slavonic, White Russian and 
Ukrainian, the latter known as “ Little Russian ”, were merely 
dialects of the same language. This view has now been discarded, 
and the continued study of White Russian and Ukrainian seems 
likely to justify the tripartition perhaps not merely as a relatively 
modern phenomenon but, with advance in the study of historical 
88 Lekcii po istorii russkogo jazyka 4 (St. Petersburg, 1907). 
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phonetics, also as an early historical fact. Sobolevskij's standpoint is 
diachronic : he concentrates on phonetic changes and nowhere 
attempts to give a synchronic scheme of Old Russian pronunciation. 
On the testimony of Constantine's NsaoT)T he assumes that the 
nth-century jery or “ surds ” (gluchije), as he calls them, had lapsed 
in unstressed position and that this led, as one result, to the 
creation of syllabic " liquids ” (e.g. IIjibCKOB'B " Pskov” and 
KptCTHTH “ to baptise '' in the Laurentian MS. of the Primary 
Chronicle, 1377). But this phenomenon belongs to the 14th century, 
to which Sobolevskij also relegates the a-articulation (akan'je) and 
its corollaries. Changes, however, such as that of e into 0 before 
“ hard '' consonants (e:g. 6jia>KOH r b “ blessed'' for fijiajKeirfc in 
Ippolit's Homily on Antichrist, 12th c.) and the palatalisation of 
velars (e.g. nann “ again " for nantiin St John Damascene's Theology, 
12th c.) are attested at the turn of the 12th century, and the latter 
is found even at the close of the nth (e.g. (jiymmu “ palms " for 
(J>vhhkh in the Svjatoslav Miscellany of 1073). This historical 
phenomenon is particularly interesting as it raises the question of 
the existence of a parallel series of palatalised or “ soft " consonants 
in the earliest recorded period of Old Russian. As Sobolevskij is 
not a phonetician, but an historian, the question does not receive 
a final answer. 

For an answer to it we must turn to Sachmatov, 29 who, as a 
student of Sweet and Sievers, was interested in the phonetics as 
well as the history of his mother tongue. But Sachmatov is 
over-elaborate : not satisfied with identifying the phonemes of Old 
Russian (Old East Slavonic) he must also specify their variants. 
Thus, besides the plain vowels 

i y u 

b b 

e 0 

a 

he gives us close e and d, an a (se), the labialised front 
vowels b ( y ), 0 (0), and 6 (ce), and the centralised set u, 6 , and 0, 
to which, incidentally, he adds jer (t>) as a “ labialised " (rounded) 
vowel. Like r», bi is regarded as a central vowel, and jat’ is given 
two positional values, viz. ea and ie. The Old Russian consonant- 
system is conceived mainly as “ hard ”, viz. p/b , t/d, k/g, m, n , 
f/v, s/z , ch/g, h y ly r. The more limited “ soft " series, according to 

29 " Ocerk drevnejsego perioda istorii russkogo jazyka ” ( Enciklopedija Slav- 
janskoj Filologii, II, 1, Petrograd, 1915 ; also Vvedenije v kurs istorii russkogo 
jazyka, I, Petrograd, 1916). 
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Sachmatov, is represented by k'/g' f s'/Z', j, c'/dz\ 5 ’/dZ ', The 

presence of the sounds h and dZ' shows that Sachmatov has cast 
his net beyond the limits of the strictly Russian—he would say 
“ Great Russian ”—system. In addition to these details, arrived at, 
so far as the vowels are concerned, mostly by abstract, a posteriori 
reasoning, Sachmatov declares that Old Russian also distinguished 
quantity and tone. 

How far such elaboration can go may be seen from A. D. 
Grigor'jev's 30 phonetic scheme for Old Russian. Grigor'jev, who 
appears to have been influenced by Sachmatov, if not directly by 
Sweet, recognises " strong ” and “ tense ” vowels, applying the first 
term to varieties of the two jery and the second to all vowels, 
including these. To indicate “ tenseness ” he uses the circumflex 
sign, e.g. 6 , b. “ Tenseness ” and “ strength ” are distinct, because 
the former can be a quality not only of “ strong ”, but of “ weak ” 
vowels. Grigor'jev illustrates these qualities and “ labialisation ” 
by distinguishing a considerable variety of jery, viz. labialised 
strong r h, labialised tense strong b, labialised weak b, and labialised 
tense weak b. The two pairs are distinguished as “ back-mid ” and 
“ mid ” respectively. The mid-series also contains non-labialised 
weak b and tense weak b, and the remaining three vowels of this 
type are placed in the front group, viz. non-labialised strong b, 
non-labialised tense strong b, and labialised strong b. Besides all 
these fine shades of the jery we have a superabundance of diphthongs, 
into which the jery are presumed to enter (e.g. ib, ut>). The con¬ 
sonantal system is presented to us as less complex in accordance 
with the same a posteriori reasoning, based on an at least partly 
theoretical phonetic analysis of modern Literary Russian in terms 
of the Sweet-Sievers classification. Grigor'jev thinks that the 
language of the nth century and of the first half of the 12th had 
both “ hard ” and “ soft ” consonants. All those in Sachmatov’s 
two series reappear, and in addition to them we have the following : 
/>'/&', t f /d’, m’, n ', v', s'/z', and rj whose presence gives a pre¬ 
ponderantly palatalised articulation to mediaeval Russian. Drawing 
on White Russian and Ukrainian as well as on certain varieties 
of South Russian for support, Grigor'jev postulates even a bilabial 
pair w/w' as alternative to the labio-dental v/v\ 

When we consult postrevolutionary works on the history of 
Russian, viz. Durnovo's, 31 Vinokur's, 32 and Bulachovskij's, 33 we 

30 Russkij jazyk (Warsaw, 1915). 

31 Ocerk istorii russkogo jazyka (Moscow-Leningrad, 1924). 

32 Russkij jazyk. Istoriteskij o£erk (Moscow, 1945). 

33 Istorideskij kommentarij k literaturnomu russkomu jazyku 3 (Kiev, 1950). 
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discover a characteristic and inevitable concentration of attention 
on the history of the language : the accounts of the phonological 
system of Old Russian are completely subordinated to the accumula¬ 
tion of data to illustrate its development. We find in all three 
authors a more or less detailed description of the various phonemes, 
but no attempt to systematise and tabulate them. The approach 
and method are Sobolevskij’s. The Neogrammarian Durnovo, for 
instance, is interested in “ the history of the sounds ” and traces 
them from Common Slavonic. Here, like Sachmatov, he gives us 
the hypothetical system of Common Slavonic phonemes, and it 
becomes obvious that the very detailed Old Russian phonetic 
systems of Sachmatov and Grigor'jev owe a great deal of their 
character to this linking-up with Common Slavonic as well as to an 
awareness of the phonological pattern of the modern literary 
language. Of the more puzzling sounds, h is described in terms of 
its modern equivalent, L as a diphthong ie, M descended from 
Common Slavonic, where it is supposed to have had the same value, 
and the “ reduced ” b and b as difficult to define, but possibly [a] 
and [1] respectively. 

Bulachovskij (op. cit.) has much less to tell us about the Old 
Russian phonological system than Durnovo and he confines himself, 
in the section entitled “ Phonetics ” (pp. 50-85), mainly to a selection 
of historically presented material. The “ reduced ” t> is not defined, 
but examples like BH36L “ in the room ” for bt> H36L and cmhumt, 
“with another” for ct hhlimb in Sil'vestr's “Household Book” 

(.Domostroj , 16th c.), though very late, hint at the possibility that 
it may have been pronounced [a]. This is also supported by the 
“tense reduced” t> (spelt o/h) in the unstressed ending of the 
Modern Russian masculine adjective hoboh (Lit. R. hoblih) “ new ”, 
which in the Moscow-type pronunciation appears as [novaj]. In 
connection with the value of jot’ Bulachovskij quotes literary 
tradition, as represented by “ the facts in monuments and by the 
testimony of grammarians ”, 35 to the effect that, whether stressed 
or unstressed, it was pronounced “ ie and not e ” in the Moscow 
area till the 15th century. Vinokur (op. cit.) confirms the pronuncia¬ 
tion of jot’ as ie, but he offers close e as an alternative, and as for t>, 
he ascribes to this character the value of [o]. 


34 This derives from the evidence of the modem Serbian ;>-subdialect of the 
l/o-dialect. 

85 See V. V. Vinogradov, “ Issledovanija iz oblasti fonetiki sevemo-russkogo 
narecija ” (Izvestija Otdelenija russkogo jazyka i slovesnosti Akademii Nauk, XXIV, 
Petrograd, 1919). 
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VIII 

Russian scholarship then has so far not arrived at a uniform 
reconstruction of the Old Russian (Old East Slavonic) phonological 
system, and up to now no attempt has been made to approach it 
from the vantage-point of the empirically and systematically 
analysed Literary Russian and Literary Ukrainian systems. Sachma- 
tov’s interpretation, as we have seen, uses the Sweet-Sievers analysis 
of sounds, i.e. his approach is phonetic and not phonological. 
A purely phonetic, as distinct from a phonological investigation of 
Old Russian, though feasible, is altogether too conjectural. The 
phonological approach ties up directly with the relative simplicity 
of the traditional Russian alphabet, and its emphasis on essentials 
and broad distinctions rather than on refinements makes it more 
suitable than the phonetic for the study of the early stages of a 
language, which can obviously offer nothing but written records. 

The phonological systems of present-day Literary Russian and 
Literary Ukrainian represent, synchronically, the “ terminus ” which 
the language-form we are studying has reached. They therefore must 
necessarily contain some part of that older phonetic system, and an 
examination of them in relation to the historical evidence we have 
been sifting and to the conclusions of Russian scholarship should 
enable us to trace the main outlines of that system. 

The vowel-phonemes of Literary Russian 36 and Literary 
Ukrainian 37 may first be compared, the former represented on the 
left, the latter on the right. 

i y u i y u 

e o e o 

a a 

Comparison of these vowel-triangles shows that the two systems are 
closely similar and differ in general only in the function of y, which 
is usually regarded as constituting a single phoneme with i in 


36 See R. Kosutic, Gramatika ruskog jezika, I, 2 (Petrograd, 1919) ; M. V. 
Trofimov and D. Jones, The Pronunciation of Russian (Cambridge, 1923) ; S. K. 
Boyanus, Manual of Russian Pronunciation 2 (London, 1944) ; R. I. Avanesov i 
V. N. Sidorov, Oderk grammatiki russkogo literaturnogo jazyka (Moscow, 1945) ; 
G. O. Vinokur, Russkoje sceniceskoje proiznoSenije (Moscow, 1948) ; A. N. Gvozdjov, 
O fonologideskich sredstvach russkogo jazyka (Moscow-Leningrad, 1949); R. I. 
Avanesov, Russkoje literaturnoje proiznoSenije (Moscow, 1950). 

37 O. Synjavskyj, “ Sproba zvukovoji charakterystyky literatumoji ukrajins'koji 
movy ” ( Naukove Zapysky Charkivs'koji Nauk.-Doslidcoji Katedry Mo voznavstva, 
II, X, Khar'kov, 1929) ; J. Zilynski, Opis fonetyczny jazyka ukraihskiego (Cracow, 
1932) ; J. Serech, Narys sucasnoji ukrajinskoji literatumoji movy (Munich, 1951). 
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Russian and as an independent, if anomalous phoneme, or phonema 
errans 38 in Ukrainian. Phonetically also y differs markedly in the 
two languages, being an advanced back vowel in Russian and a 
central sound gravitating towards e in Ukrainian and therefore 
diverging from its advanced, but not lowered Polish counterpart. 

Literary White Russian has a system of stressed vowels phoneti¬ 
cally identical with that of Literary Russian, but their function 
recalls the Ukrainian system, for all the front vowels, except i, may 
be preceded by “ hard ” consonants as well as by “ soft ” ones. 
Yet White Russian lacks the " hardness ” of Ukrainian articulation 
and phonologically appears to occupy an intermediate position 
between Russian and Ukrainian. 39 

If we now turn to the Old Russian vowel-system as expressed 
by the nth and 12th-century Cyrillic characters, we shall note that 
the difference between this and its modern equivalent resides in the 
presence of b, t,, and e ( r fe), but examination of the phonologically 
relevant Old Russian symbols suggests that stressed h and t> are 
used as variants of the e and 0 phonemes respectively (cf. O.R. 
OTBUb/oTeniB " father ”, O.R. ebjikb/bojikb " wolf ”), and we have 
already had occasion to observe that e and e are equipollent or 
synonymous in at least the monuments of North Russian origin. 
In view of this we might fairly reduce the Old Russian system of 
stressed vowel-phonemes to the Latin orthographic pentad. 



a 


From a purely phonetic and more discriminating standpoint and 
for practical purposes, however, it may be desirable to specify the 
reconstructed pronunciation of the vowels b, b, and e. The first 


88 See J. Serech, " Phonema Errans ” (Lingua, II, 4, Haarlem, 1950). 

39 See E. F. Karskij, Gbzor zvukov i form belorusskoj redi (Moscow, 1885), and 
Belorusskaja red' (Petrograd, 1918) ; P. A. Rastorgujev, Belorusskaja rec' v jejo 
sovremennom i proSlom sostojanii (Moscow, 1918-1920) ; Ja. Ljosik, Hramatyka 
belaruskaje movy. Fonetyka (Minsk, 1926); T. P. Lamcjou, Belaruskaja hramatyka I 
(Minsk, 1935). 

H 
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offers no difficulty if we overlook the misleading epithets “ very 
short ” and “ shorter than short ”, which are often applied to the 
jery, and we shall probably not be far wrong if we assume that it 
was sounded [ij. The correlative back vowel & is perhaps best 
interpreted as [9]. And in order to distinguish e from e, the former 
may be taken to be either [se] or [ie] . But such artificial distinction, 
we must bear in mind, is merely a function of expediency. 

The consonantal systems of Literary Russian and Literary 
Ukrainian 40 differ considerably from each other, the former having 
two parallel and complementary series of phonemes, “ hard ” and 
“ soft ”, and the latter only a limited number of " soft ” or 
palatalised consonants. The Literary (especially Leningrad) 
Russian parallelism of “ hard ” and “ soft ” is disturbed in the 
main by the existence of the normally “ hard ” fricatives s and z 
and the exclusively “ hard ” affricate c as well as the exclusively 
“ soft ” affricate c, neither of which has a voiced correlate, except 
as a positional variant. But these are minor “ flaws ” in a system 
whose balance becomes abundantly clear by comparison with those 
of the other two East Slavonic languages. Ukrainian, for instance, 
palatalises only its dentals, both simple and affricative, viz. t/d, 
s/z } c/dz, n, and its “ liquids ” (l, r), and this gives a predominantly 
“ hard ” system contrasting sharply with the much “ softer ” 
Russian. The contrast is perceptibly emphasised by the presence of 
certain characteristic consonant-phonemes in Ukrainian, viz. voiced 
h, c'/dz', dz, dz, and y, the last being a variant of n before velars. 
White Russian 41 adheres to the Ukrainian system at some points 
(e.g. in having voiced h, c'/dz', dz), but it also has its own characteris¬ 
tic phonemes (e.g. w, found dialectally in the other two languages, 
zdz as the voiced correlate of the complex sc, and a solitary r), and 
agrees with Russian in its parallelism of " hard ” and “ soft ” 
consonants. Here again White Russian is, as it were, the link 
between Russian and Ukrainian. All three phonological systems are 
lineally descended from the nth and 12th-century Old East Slavonic 
(we have called it “ Old Russian ” in our study), and their divergen¬ 
cies presuppose the existence of a similar parallelism nine centuries 
ago. Indeed, we have already observed that the Old Russian literary 
monuments frequently exhibit from the outset certain dialectal 
features which are more or less marked. 

Summarising both the synchronic and the diachronic evidence, 

40 See authorities enumerated in footnotes 36 and 37. 

41 See Karskij, op. cit. supra. 
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we are now in a position to postulate the Old Russian system of 
consonantal-phonemes as follows :— 


p/b 

t/d 

P'/V 

t'/d' 

m 

n 

m' 

n' 


k/g 


V 

v' 


s/z j ch/g 

s'/z' V/V 


c 

c' 

l 


6 ' 


V 


r 

r' 


It will be observed that, as in Literary Russian to-day, though not 
always at the same points, the parallelism of the “ hard ” and 
“ soft ” phonemes is incomplete. The velars, both plosive and 
fricative, are exclusively “ hard ”, and the hush-sibilants and all the 
affricates are exclusively “ soft The sound / is absent from our 
table, occurring as it does only in foreign loan-words (e.g. the already 
quoted <J)vhhkt> “ palm ” from Greek <poivi£ in the Svjatoslav 
Miscellany of 1073) and even in such being sometimes replaced by p 
(e.g. napycr. “sail” from Greek <p< 5 cpos). Last of all, we have 
deliberately omitted the occasionally posited w, dz', d%', and h as 
variants of already existing phonemes. 
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